Adapted from the Small Mammal Health Series by Susan Brown, DVM VeterinaryPartner.com Vitamin C is required for the biologic machinery of the body to work correctly. Most animals can manufacture vitamin C in their bodies and do not require vitamin C in the diet. Guinea pigs, humans and other primates share a gene mutation that makes production of vitamin C impossible. For this reason, these animals require a dietary source of vitamin C.
Guinea pigs who do not receive enough vitamin C in their diet can suffer from vitamin C deficiency (commonly known as scurvy in humans). Affected guinea pigs may have a rough hair coat, lack of appetite, dental pain, delayed wound healing, lameness, and an inability to fend off infections. Guinea pigs with a slight vitamin C deficiency may show no visible signs of disease; however, their immune system may be compromised leading to decreased ability to fight off other illnesses.
The amount of vitamin C required by adult guinea pigs is about 20-25 mg/day and up to 30-40 mg/day for pregnant guinea pigs. Guinea pig pellets are fortified with vitamin C. However, because vitamin C is a watersoluble vitamin, it loses its potency over time. Guinea pig pellets usually have a shelf life of 90 days after the manufacturing date. After this time, the value of the vitamin C can diminish greatly. Many pet guinea pigs have been diagnosed with a vitamin C deficiency even though they were on a good quality guinea pig pellet. Timothy and other hays should be the foundation of any guinea pig diet. Herbivores require this source of food for good digestion, good movement of food through their system and for dental health maintenance. Unfortunately, the vitamin C content of grasses, grass hays, and legume hays like alfalfa is very low. So how do we get this important nutrient into our pets?
Supplements
We recommend human grade vitamin C supplements, either in the liquid or tablet form. Some guinea pigs strongly prefer one brand or type of vitamin C, so once you find one that your pig likes, stick with it! With the exception of the Oxbow Vitamin C supplement, we do not recommend most over-the-counter vitamin C supplements for guinea pigs as they are generally very high in sugar and low in actual vitamin C. We also do not recommend adding vitamin C to the water, as it degrades within a few hours. In addition, some pigs will not drink treated water.
When using preparations of vitamin C rather than fresh foods, it is important to be sure your pet accepts the treats. Experimenting with different flavors will help you see what your guinea pig enjoys. The tablets can be given by hand if accepted or crushed and sprinkled on a special green (moistened) they like. The liquids can either be given by dropper or syringe (if accepted easily). If you have to fight to get your pet to take the liquid, try something else. Try different methods of feeding different supplements and see what works for you. A trial of a week for each method will give you a good idea what will work and what will not.
